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[The Catholic Church has played a significant role in Latin America during the past 500 years. It has
been criticized both for being allied with repressive governments and for supporting revolution. In
the following special article for LADB by Lucian O. Chavin, a staff writer with Latinamerica Press in
Lima, Peru, the author examines the current role of the church in Latin America.]
Winds of change appear to be sweeping through Latin America's Catholic Church as more and
more bishops conferences take a more active role in the political, economic, and social lives of their
nations. Even in countries where the bishops have traditionally sided with conservative sectors,
such as Argentina and Mexico, the Catholic hierarchy has been taking bold steps to condemn
economic and political corruption and to offer solutions to long-standing problems. In Argentina,
where the Catholic Church remained silent on human rights abuses during the cruelest years of
the dictatorship (1976-1983), the country's bishops have been embroiled in a war of words with the
government for the past several months.
The bishops have accused the government of trying to cover up accusations of corruption and of
following an economic program that is detrimental to the well-being of the majority of the nation's
33 million people. Rafael Rey, bishop of the Zarate-Campana Diocese, launched the church's most
recent attack in early May. Rey accused the government of "wanting to hide the large number of
poor people in the country." He added that President Carlos Menem's administration "does not
appear to be concerned with solving the problem of unemployment," which is running at more than
17% (see NotiSur, 02/07/97).
Rey was responding to comments from Menem's Cabinet chief, Jorge Rodriguez, who paraphrased
the Bible to tell another prelate, retired Bishop Miguel Hesayne, that he should not make statements
about the economy. "God, forgive him for he does not know what he is saying," Rodriguez said,
referring to Hesayne's comments that the government's neoliberal economic model was "an
attack against life." Rey said that Hesayne was right in criticizing the government, adding, "It is an
obvious sign that a public figure has lost the will to serve when he defends himself with insults."
In neighboring Brazil, the country's 287 bishops have been involved in a verbal campaign against
President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's government, criticizing the government's economic
plans, its treatment of minorities, the lack of land reform, and the rampant corruption they say has
continued to pervade the country since Cardoso took office in 1994.
At their recent annual meeting, held in mid-April, the Brazilian bishops criticized the shocking
inequality in the country. Archbishop Luciano Mendes de Almeida, spokesperson for the bishops'
conference, said Cardoso's economic policies have made the vast majority of Brazilians poorer. "The
essence of neoliberal doctrine is to prioritize the economy," said Mendes de Almeida. "In light of the
church's social teaching, we consider human beings and their dignity to be the priority." The church
has also played a key role in fighting the privatization of the Companhia Vale do Rio Doce (CVRD)
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mining complex, the largest state-owned mining company in the world (see NotiSur, 03/14/97).
"Brazil should not be in such a rush to get rid of Vale do Rio Doce because mines are like plants that
have only one harvest," said Mendes de Almeida. Because of widespread protests, the government
had to postpone the privatization of the company, which was scheduled for the auction block in late
April.
Land has also become a key issue for Guatemala's Catholic hierarchy. That country's wealthy
landowners are furious at church criticism that they exploit campesinos. The landowners are
particularly upset with Gerardo Flores, bishop of the department of Alta Verapaz, whom they accuse
of inciting campesinos to invade fallow land. "When people are faithful to the word of Jesus and
defend the rights of the poor, they receive accusations and threats," responded Bishop Jorge Avila,
president of the Guatemalan Conference of Bishops. The Guatemalan bishops are also involved in
a human rights campaign that is regarded with suspicion by the military, wealthy sectors of society,
and the government. The bishops have formed their own truth commission to look into human
rights abuses committed during the country's 36-year civil war.
The Recovery of Historic Memory Project, which will release its report in July, is a response to the
bishops' concern that the government will not go far enough to clear up past human rights abuses.
A similar offer to help clear up past abuses is coming from Uruguay's bishops, who are offering
the confessional as an alternative to discovering the whereabouts of roughly 150 Uruguayans who
were "disappeared" during the country's military dictatorship (1976-85). Bishop Pablo Galimberti
said that priests could hear the confessions of military officers who know what happened to the
disappeared. He said that, while priests cannot violate the secrecy of the confessional and reveal
what someone confesses, they can reveal information received in the confessional, such as the
location of clandestine graves.
In an interview with Inter Press Service, one of the members of the bishops' conference, who asked
not to be identified, said Galimberti's proposal corresponds to Pope John Paul II's promotion of
the Catholic Church's role as mediator. "While the church has taken part in a number of debates
on human rights in Latin America, it has never assumed the protagonistic role it could now play,"
said the bishop. The role of the church as mediator was evident in the recently concluded hostage
crisis in Peru (see NotiSur, 02/21/97 and 04/25/97). Juan Luis Cipriani, archbishop of Ayacucho,
represented the Vatican on the three-member guarantors commission that tried to find a peaceful
solution to the crisis. Cipriani's role has been generally praised, but some questions arose following
the violent end to the crisis.
The government categorically denied that the archbishop helped the intelligence service by
smuggling listening devices to some of the 72 hostages who were held for 126 days before being
rescued April 22. However, some critics of the rescue operation have said they do not believe the
government's statements about Cipriani's uninvolvement. They cite the Opus Dei prelate's past
statements that human rights groups are "stupid," and that the government should "control"
the press. The day after the assault that freed the hostages, Cipriani broke down during a press
conference. He expressed his grief not only for the deaths of hostage Carlos Giusti and two soldiers
but also for the 14 Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA) rebels who were killed. While
avoiding the press, Cipriani did write an article for the daily El Comercio, in which he mentioned
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his correspondence with the young son of Nestor Cerpa, the Tupac Amaru leader who died in the
military assault. The archbishop is currently in Rome reporting to the Vatican about the intricacies of
his role during the four-month siege.
Another bishop who has been in the thick of negotiations between rebels and a government is
Mexico's Samuel Ruiz, bishop of Chiapas. The bishop has played a key role in keeping tensions
in check between rebels of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) and President
Ernesto Zedillo's administration. While there are differences of opinion within the Mexican bishops'
conference regarding Ruiz's role, Mexico's Catholic hierarchy has been taking an increasingly tough
stance against government corruption.
The Archdiocese of Mexico City, for example, has launched a video series to prepare Mexicans
for the upcoming congressional and mayoral elections in July. In the videos, the bishops compare
corruption to AIDS, pointing out that corruption also kills people. The bishops call on Mexicans "to
transform the social structures in which we live through democracy." The videos also take a shot at
the long-ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), saying that "democracy doesn't just mean
voting, but also listening to the opinions of others." The newfound social stance being adopted by
the region's bishops comes at a time when they are promoting the Vatican's "new evangelization"
for the 21st century and trying to recover their historic religious hegemony in the region.
While the vast majority of Latin Americans consider themselves Catholic, the bishops have much
work to do to get people back into the churches. In the Latin Barometer survey, which interviewed
12,675 people in nine countries at the beginning of the year, 82% of Latin Americans responding
identified themselves as Catholic, but 49% said they do not practice their religion. Only 8% said they
go to church on a regular basis. In addition, 72% of the respondents said the church was the most
trustworthy institution in their country, but only 37% said they trusted their parish priest.

-- End --
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